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A Reflection en
50 Years of Exechange

| first had the opportunity to travel to Japan in 1988 as an outbound
chaperone. That seems like a lifetime ago. Japan has changed
dramatically since then and so has the world. The biggest difference?
Technology.

Steve Sutton

State Coordinator
Tennessee

Back in 1988, there were no smartphones, no Google Maps, and
definitely no Suica cards to glide through the train gates. | remember
standing in front of the massive maps at train stations, trying to figure
out which ticket to buy and where | was even going. Most of the time, | had no idea what | was doing.
I had to rely on the kindness of strangers—and in doing so, | made many new Japanese friends.

One memory stands out clearly: the obasan in my host family pressed a 10-yen coin into my hand as
| left the house, just in case | got lost and needed to call her from a payphone. The only problem was
that neither of us knew enough of the other’s language to communicate much at all. That coin, though,
was a symbol of her care—a gesture I've never forgotten.

Standing nearly two meters tall, | also didn’t exactly fit in Japan. Literally.
Doorways were too low, slippers were too small, and sleeves and pant legs
always came up short. It took a few bumps on the head before | remembered
to duck when entering a room! These challenges, though small, became
part of the adventure, woven into the story of my first journey abroad.

Like many first-time travelers, | was excited to try Japanese cuisine, explore
new places, and bring home souvenirs. But when | returned home, | realized
the Labo International Youth Exchange was so much more than a trip. It was
about people, not places. About experiences, not sightseeing. About friendship,
notjusttravel. Why is this exchange important? Because it creates opportunities
for young people to learn, prosper, and discover themselves through
connection with others. When American and Japanese youth experience life
in one another’s countries, they gain a deeper understanding of themselves,
their own culture, and the wider world. They make friends for life, learning
lessons no classroom or textbook can provide. Living with a host family allows
delegates to experience daily life from the inside out. They come to understand
the concerns, hopes, and dreams of a family, a neighborhood, a nation.
Tourists will never know these things—only those who live as family do.
Delegates return home changed individuals, with a new appreciation of their
own culture and an expanded vision of the global community.

N 3 - L 2e
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Tennessee first hosted a group of Labo students in 1982, but after a 20-year pause, we’re thrilled to
have returned to the program. Why now? Because the exchange is too important to leave behind.
Participants develop leadership skills, self-confidence, and a wider view of the world. They’re better
equipped to thrive in a global society. Without the exchange, we were missing a powerful opportunity
to help young people grow into thoughtful, compassionate leaders.

For 50 years, the Labo organization and the 4-H program have shared a strong, mutually beneficial
relationship. Both organizations share a mission: to create opportunities for young people to grow,
thrive, and become their best selves. Together, we are helping build a future shaped by curiosity,
empathy, and cooperation. As | look back on my own exchange memories, | think of that 10-yen coin
and the kindness behind it. The world has changed so much in fifty years—but the heart of this exchange
has not. At its core, it is still about people opening their homes, their cultures, and their hearts to one
another. And that is something worth celebrating for the next fifty years and beyond.
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